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RKILECriONS    mULE    STAHDING  BEK)RE 
THE    LINCOLN  MEMOEtAL 
by 

Edwin  S*  Williams 

The  sight  of  the  Lincoln  Memorial  stirs 
contemplation  of  many  things s  thirty- six  states  - 
as  represented  by  the  thirty-six  coluinns  -  preserved 
in  union;  four  million  hunians  released  from  bondage; 
an  /imerican  success  story  -  the  rise  from  humble 
birth  to  President  of  the  united  States;  the  Great 
Debates;  assassination t. 

Further  reflection,  however,  goes  beyond 
the  deeds  and  events  that  comprise  the  sensible 
biography  of  Abraham  Lincoln,  and  attempts  to 
penetrato  to  the  soul  of  this  man.  Here  was  a  giant  - 
not  only  a  physical  Titan  -  more  than  a  mental 
colossus  -  but  spiritually  a  "Triton  among  the  rainnovis. 

There  is  the  backdrop  of  the  Civil  ^I'ar, 
its  cause  and  results,  against  which  the  magnitude 
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of  ldncola»s  greatness  is  silliouetted.  But  this  truly 
nobko  person  probably  wuld  have  been  great  in  any 
era.  The  letters  and  speeches  of  Lincoln  show  that 
the  seeds  of  subliaity  were  there,  and  needed,  perhaps, 
only  some  laomentous  occasion  in  history  to  geiminatQ 
thea* 

One  seed  was  Tjisdom  -  a  wisdora  iiihich 
contained  more  than  Isno^jledgQ  end  brilliance  -  but 
historical  perspective  as  tsell*  The  Gettysburg  Address, 
with  a  few  changes  in  particulars  but  none  in 
substance,  could  have  been  delivered  fourscoi^e  years 
earlier  at  Valley  Porge  -  or  fourscore  years  later 
at  Tarawa  -  or  eleven  centuries  earlier  at  Tours  ^hore 
the  Moslem  invasion  of  the  Christian  world  i2?as  stopped  - 
or,  perhaps,  at  some  time  in  thefuture,  at  Armageddon. 

Another  seed  is?a3  huiaility  -  not  a  fawning 

servility,  not  passive  expedience  -  but  the  humbleness 

that  exalts.  In  his  farewell  address  at  Sfpringfield, 

before  departing  for  his  first  inauguration,  Lincoln 

said,  Mthout  the  assistance  of  that  Divine 

Being  I  cannot  succeed.  '€ith  that  i§§l§t§St8§  ^ 
cannot  fail.".    In  the  famous  letter  to  Mrs.  Bixby 
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the  keynotes  are  compassion  and  humility;      I  feel 
how  weak  and  fruitless  would  be  any  words  of  mine 
but  I  pray  that  our  heavenly  Father  may  assuage  the 
anguish. . 

•  Throughout  all  of  Lincoln's  writings 

there  is  an  undertone  of  sincere  humility  •  a  respect 
for  the  inoonrprehensible  vastness  of  creation,  and 
the  finiteness  of  this  vale  of  tears* 

;      A  third  seed  of  greatness  was  charity  - 
charity  in  the  classical  meaning  of  patience,  kindness 
charity  in  the  sense  that  Lincoln  himself  used  the 
word  when  he  said,  "With  malice  toward  none;  with 
charity  for  all."    Charity  meant  love,  forgiveness 
and  mercy.  If  we  are  to  believe  the  words  of  CSirist, 
"Blessed  are  the  merciful,  for  they  shall  obtain 
mercy."  then  we  know  that  the  immortal  soul  of 
Abraham  Lincoln  has  obtained  its  full  share  of  meroy. 

V'     fV      Possibly  Lincoln's  plans  for  a  peaceful 
reconstruction  of  the  south  after  thecivil  War  were 
a  product  more  of  his  wisdom  than  his  charity.  Perhaps 
he  could  see  the  evil  spirits  in  the  Pandora's  bos 
that  would  be  opened  by  a  policy  of  vindictivness.  But 
charity  and  wisdom  are  a  part  of  each  other. 
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Con  coding,  tlien^  a  timeless  greatness  to  j 

Lincoln,  the  aind  easily  soars  to  the  realm  of  1 
conjecture*  How  would  Abraham  Lincoln  face  today's 
problems  -  the  ideological  struggle  betv/aon  cojnmimlsin 
and  democracy,  for  example?. 

It  coicmuniaTi  is  a  foasa  of  bondago^  then  I 

Lincoln  would  be  unoqui vocally  and  uncompromisingly  j 

opposed  to  its  precepts,  whether  held  by  another  | 

nation  or  advocated,  in  any  guise,  by  an  iimerican  I 
individual;  ,for  Lincoln  stated  many  times  that  ho 
i7as  in  complete  disagreement  ^th  any  notion  that     .                '  j 
slavery  could  ever  bo  good  or  right  or  Justified*                    '  i 

If  commmism  is  imperialissn  and  aggression,  1 

then  the  "Resolutions  In  Behalf  Of  Hungarian  Freedom",  j 

sponsored  by  Lincoln,  are  as  timely  today  as  they  Tsrere  I 
in  1852,-                                                                           '       ,  y'..^^^^^^^^^^ 

If  communisra  is  an  internal  threat  to  our  i 

institutions  of  freedom  and  Justice,  then  Lincoln's  i 

'■ji 

naming  in  18S8  is  valid  in  1959;  "If  danger  ever  j 

reach  us  it  must  spring  up  among  us;  it  cannot  come  j 

from  abroad*  If  destruction  be  otir  lot      must  ! 

ourselves  be  it  author  and  finisher*  As  a  nation  of  ; 

freemen  m  must  live  through  all  time,  ojr  die  by  i 

suicide*"  i 
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,      ,  If  coiimrunisni  is  atheism,  a  man  whose 
"earnest  desire  is  to  Imow  the  tri.ll  of  Providenoe.  •  • 
and  do  it";  viho  spolce  of  "••••this  nation,  under  God,..**; 
who  devoted  more  than  half  of  his  second  inaugural 
address  to  the  providence  of  God  and  the  purpose  of 
the  Almighty  in  relation  to  the  Civil  War,  woiild 
have  no  diffimilty  in  detercaining  on  which  side  ho 
belonged. 

The  threats  of  today  are  not  unlike  those 
of  a  century  ago  -  or  two  thousand  years  ago:  War  - 
Strife  -  Famine  -  Pestilence.  And  whether  it  is  the 
space  age  or  the  stone  age,  these  dangers,  nurtured 
by  greed,  pride  and  lust,  can  best  be  fought  with 
such  virtues  as  Lincoln  had  -  wisdom,  humility  and 
charity. 

From  reflections  on  what  Lincoln  was, 
what  he  did,  and  how  he  might  have  acted  in  some 
other  age  of  history,  come  thoughts  of  what  this 
man  left  to  posterity. 

It  would  have  been  sufficient  claim  to 
greatness  if  Lincoln  had  left  a  legend  and  nothing 
else.  The  country  needed,  and  always  needs,  an  heroic 
person  to  restate  and  reawaken  the  ideals  of  those 
men  who  wrote  the  Declaration  of  Independence.  But 
Lincoln  left  more  than  a  beautiful  story  of  triumphant 
idealism.  He  left  a  heritage  of  remarkable  literature  - 
remarkable  not  only  in  volume  and  style ,  but  in 
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content  es  well* 

ThQ  speeclies  and  letters  of  Lincoln  ara 
his  biography.  These  writings  could  \irell  toe  bound 
into  a  i'riinsr  For  Politicians*  Always  implicitly, 
end  often  explicitly,  the  respect  with  ^hich  Lincoln 
regarded  public  office  manifests  itself  in  his 
oorespondenco* 

The  Lincoln  parts  of  the  Lincoln-Douglas 
debates  ere  masterpieces  of  forthrlghtness,  Ko  issues 
Tjere  dodged;  no  questions  unansTsered*  Lincoln  neither 
mocked  his  opponent  nor  ignored  him  by  the  sly 
stratogom  of  refusing  to  mention  his  name. 

It  might  be  sy{^ested  that  the  polite 
conduct  and  skillful  loeie  of  Lincoln  in  debate  wuld 
not  be  enough  today  to  ^n  a  popularity  contest  with 
a  glib  champion  of  th  "corsnon  men.**  But  Lincoln's 
Republic  was  for  all  men  -  not  any  particular  group* 
He  probably  tirould  lose  some  political  races  in  the 
twentieth  century  as  he  did  in  the  nineteenth*  But 
now,  as  then,  the  sheer  logic  of  his  reasoning,  his 
desire  to  do  the  will  of  God,  end  his  unashamed  love 
of  freedom  for  ell  men  -  wisdom,  humility  and  charity 
v;ould  finally  prevail. 
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No  reflections  on  the  deeds  end  spirit  of 
Abraham  Lincoln  can  eliminate  the  bleiclc  thought  of 
the  assassination.    'Why  did  God,  in  His  divine  ^isdonx, 
chose  not  to  permit  Lincoln  to  reiaain  on  earth  and 
carry  out  his  Proclamation  of  .Amnesty  ? 

In  retrospect,  from  the  ventage  point  of 
history^  the  death  of  Lincoln  lm:aediately  after  the 
end  of  the  tjar  seems  not  so  great  a  tragedy  as  it 
must  have  appeared  at  the  time.    Perhaps  the 
reconstruction  v'jould  have  been  very  little  different 
if  he  had  lived*  Even  Lincoln  may  not  have  been 
able  to  halt  or  slow  the  groT/ing  sentiment  that 
demanded  punishment  for  the  rebellious  States,  Lincoln, 
then,  could  have  become  an  object  of  ridicule  in  the 
K03rth  for  being  a  wealding;  end  an  object  of  hatred 
in  the  South  for  being  the  author  of  a  callous  peace. 

If  that  ^as  to  have  been  Lincoln's  future, 
his  death  was  not  untimely.  Better  that  this  noble 
life  ended  the  instant  it  had  attained  its  apogee 
of  achievement  and  thereby  secure  the  elroost  legendary 
greatness  of  this  American  hero  against  detraction. 

The  tragedy  was  that  death  was  violent  and 
lingering.  It  Msare  as  though  all  the  sufferings  of 
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of  tha  war  mvQ  visited  upon  tiiis  one  man  -  as  though, 
to  use  Lincoln* s  otm  words,  every  drop  of  blood 

dravm  vdth  the  lash  shall  b©  paid  by  another...**; 
as  though  Lincoln  died  for  the  remission  of  the  - 
sins  of  America  -  just  as,  loss  then  tt'so  centuries 
e&rlier*  the  Son  of  God  died  for  the  roalseion  of 


the  sins  of  the  v^orld. 


SO  in  death,  as  in  life,  dignity 


accompanied  this  great  man. 


End* 
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